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“Tell me something I dont know,” Firefern 
snapped. 

“Every cat knows it,” Sagenose meowed. “The 
more you treat the sick cats and get close to them, the 
more likely you are to get sick too.” 

“That may be true,” Hawkwing responded, 
remembering what had happened to Finkit. He was 
nettled by his Clanmate’s defeatist tone, though he 
reminded himself that Sagenose had lost his mate and 
his remaining kits by the lake. / know how terrible 
that must have been. “But medicine cats always treat 
the sick, no matter what they're risking,” he finished. 

Sagenose turned that blank, stone-cold stare on 
Hawkwing. “Right. But you and Firefern aren't 
medicine cats. None of us are. If we were, we might 
have some chance of curing the sick cats. Instead, 
we'll probably all get it, eventually.” 

Leafstar’s shoulder fur had begun to bristle as 
Sagenose spoke. “What are you saying?” she 
demanded with a lash of her tail. 

“T’m just pointing out that we have a choice here,” 
Sagenose retorted. 

“And what is that choice?” Leafstar hissed. 


“We could split up,” Sagenose replied. “Or send a 
group of cats to find Echosong.” 

Leafstar’s lips drew back in the beginning of a 
snarl. “And just where do you suggest we do that?” 
she asked. 

“I don’t know,” Sagenose admitted. “But a group 
of healthy cats moving around would have a better 
chance than we will if we just sit here waiting to die.” 

Leafstar’s anger faded and her eyes were full of 
pain as she gazed at Hawkwing. “No,” she meowed. 
“We will stay together. There are so few of us now. 
And isn’t this what defines a Clan: that they stay 
together, even when things are hard? We have to 
believe that things will get better. We have to believe 
we will survive this. We have no choice, Sagenose!” 

With that, she turned and stalked away. His gaze 
following her, Hawkwing tried not to let his misgivings 
show, for the sake of his Clan. But he couldn’t be sure 
that they would survive this new challenge. 


Two sunrises later, gazing down at the nest where 
the sick cats lay, Hawkwing was even less certain. 
True to Sagenose’s prediction, Firefern too had fallen 
ill, the disease attacking her so fiercely that her paw 


steps were already leading her toward StarClan. 

She exhausted herself helping the others, 
Hawkwing thought, and now she hasnt the strength 
to fight the sickness. 

The other sick cats were no better. Rileypool 
seemed barely alive; Hawkwing had to watch carefully 
to see the faint rising and falling of his chest. He 
couldn't eat anymore, or even lap at soaked moss for a 
drink. 

“Come on, Finki,” Hawkwing murmured 
encouragingly. “Look, I’ve some lovely mouse for 
you.” 

To his relief, the kit began licking at the mouse. Still 
keeping an eye on him, Hawkwing began to treat the 
others with borage, chewing up the leaves into a pulp 
and crouching beside each of his sick Clanmates until 
they licked it up. As he finished, he realized that 
Leafstar was standing beside him, looking down at the 
nest despairingly. She bent her head and touched her 
nose to Firefern’s shoulder. “Oh, my daughter... ,” 
she whispered. Then she straightened up and gave her 
pelt a shake. “I’ve been thinking about what Sagenose 
said,” she began. “I hate to consider dividing the Clan, 


but I can't deny it any longer—we could all die of the 
sickness if we stay here together. The best chance we 
have is to split off some healthy cats to go look for 
Echosong.” 

“But what will happen to them?” Hawkwing 
asked, angling his ears toward the sick cats. 

“I will stay with them,” Leafstar replied, her voice 
full of love and sorrow. “They are my cats. I am sworn 
to protect them.” 

Hawkwing stood silent for a moment, hardly able 
to believe that it had come to this, that his Clan leader 
was forced to make these terrible decisions, without 
even StarClan to guide her. It had been so long since 
their warrior ancestors had spoken to them, even 
before Echosong had left. 

I dont know whether I can bear to leave 
Blossomheart, or Finkit. He 5 like my own Kit. 

“You must lead the rest of the Clan,” Leafstar 
continued, as if she knew what Hawkwing was 
thinking. “It's the only chance SkyClan has.” 

“Then we’ll come back if we don’t find Echosong 
within three sunrises,” Hawkwing suggested. 

Leafstar shook her head emphatically. “You can’t 


come back. Not until you find Echosong.” 

Hawkwing felt his throat burn as he had to accept 
his leader’s order—the decree that meant he might 
never see Finkit and Blossomheart again. 

“You must help me convince the others,” Leafstar 
urged him. “It's SkyClan’s best chance of surviving. 
And when you agreed to be deputy, you agreed to put 
SkyClan first. That's what we do, Hawkwing. It's the 
sacrifice we make.” 

Hawkwing dipped his head. “You're right, 
Leafstar. I’Il do as you say.” 

Leafstar leaped up onto a nearby rock and let out a 
yowl. “Let all cats old enough to catch their own prey 
join here for a Clan meeting.” 

The cats of SkyClan began to creep into the open 
from cracks in the rock or tussocks of long grass 
where they had set up their makeshift dens. Pain 
gripped Hawkwing’s heart at the sight of them: their 
ribs showing beneath tattered pelts, their eyes dull with 
despair. Prey had been scarce ever since they’d left 
the lake, and they were exhausted from constant 
travel Hawkwing could see every one of Sagenose’s 
ribs, while Tinycloud’s pelt looked as if she hadn't 


groomed herself in a moon. Dewkit and Reedkit, who 
had once been strong and sturdy, looked so frail that a 
puff of wind could have blown them away. 

Every cat gathered around Leafstar and waited in 
silence to hear what she would say. 

“Cats of SkyClan,” the Clan leader began, “you all 
know how desperate our plight is. Our Clanmates will 
die unless we can find Echosong, and if we stay here, 
sooner or later we will all catch the same sickness.” 

“What?” Plumwillow let out a cry of disbelief, her 
burning gaze fixed on Leafstar. “You can't mean you 
want the rest of us to leave our Clanmates?” 

Leafstar returned Plumwillow’s gaze solemnly. She 
didn’t answer the warrior’s question, but Hawkwing 
heard Plumwillow gasp as the truth sank in. 

“You expect me to leave my own kit?” 

Before Leafstar could respond, Hawkwing’s ears 
pricked at the sound of a cat approaching. 

Please, not an attack. StarClan, not now. The 
wind was blowing away from SkyClan, so there was 
no scent to tell him what might be approaching. He slid 
out his claws. 

“Hello?” A familiar voice reached Hawkwing’s 


ears. 

Oh, StarClan, I cant believe it! I think Pl die 
of relief! 

Hawkwing felt his entire body go slack. His 
Clanmates too were stirring around him, looking for the 
source of the sound, sudden hope in their eyes. 

A silver tabby she-cat stepped out from among the 
trees, with two other cats trailing behind her. 
Hawkwing let out a triumphant yowl of welcome. Oh, 
StarClan, thank you! 

“Echosong!” 





CHAPTER 34 
+ 


The SkyClan medicine cat splashed through the 
stream, followed by Bellaleaf and Harrybrook, and 
padded up to her Clanmates. She, too, was thinner than 
when Hawkwing had last seen her, but her eyes were 
bright, and she looked strong. The healthy cats all 
crowded around her enthusiastically, purrmg and 
brushing their pelts against hers. 

“Greetings, Echosong!” 

“Welcome back!” 

“Thank StarClan you found us!” 

Hawkwing stared at Echosong, wondering if he 
was having some kind of weird waking dream. After 
all the terrible things that have happened, I cant 
believe Echosong would return to us just when we 
need her most! Then he reflected that if this wasn't 
real, all his Clanmates must be having the same dream. 
It must be true! Echosong is really here! 

“But how did you find us?” Leafstar asked, 
struggling through the crowd to Echosong’s side. 
“We”ve been looking for you for at least a moon.” 


Echosong's green eyes were brilliant as she 
replied. “It was easy! StarClan showed me where to 
go.” 

Warmth spread through Hawkwing's pelt, as if 
sunlight had broken through the storm-laden clouds 
overhead. Then StarClan hasn't abandoned us! 

“I had a dream,” Echosong continued. “A brown 
tabby tom spoke to me . . . I think he must be a 
medicine cat from the first SkyClan. He told me that 
my Clan had need of me, and that he would guide my 
paw steps.” 

“We certainly do need you,” Leafstar responded. 
“We have sick cats, and we don’t know what to do for 
them without a medicine cat.” 

“But you have Fidgetpaw. . . .” Echosong glanced 
around, her eyes puzzled. “Wait . . . no! Where is he?” 

Several cats chimed in, telling Echosong how 
Fidgetpaw and more of their Clanmates had been 
trapped beside the lake, by the Twolegs with the weird 
cobweb-things on sticks. Hawkwing shuddered at the 
memory, imagining for a moment that he could still 
hear the harsh voices of the Twolegs and the terrified 
wails of his lost Clanmates. 


“That's terrible!” Echosong exclaimed. “And our 
Clan deputy, too.” 

“Yes, Hawkwing is deputy now,” Leafstar told her. 

Echosong shot Hawkwing a pleased look. “Well, 
well. I can see I’ve a lot to catch up on,” she mewed. 
“But first, show me the sick cats.” 

Hawkwing led Echosong to the nest where the 
sick cats lay. Harrybrook and Bellaleaf still followed 
her, and Bellaleaf let out a piercing wail as she saw her 
brother Rileypool curled up motionless among the moss 
and leaves. “No! He’s dead!” 

Echosong held her paw close to Rileypool’s nose, 
and Hawkwing saw the faint ruffle of her fur that 
showed Rileypool still breathed. 

“He lives,” Echosong said in a grave voice, “but 
barely.” 

“Oh, thank StarClan! Please help him!” Bellaleaf 
begged. 

“Pm going to do just that,” Echosong reassured 
her. “Hawkwing, what have you done so far?” 

“We gave them borage,’ Hawkwing replied, 
pointing with his tail to a heap of the herb beside the 
nest. “That's right, for fever, isn’t it?” 


“Yes, it would be right, if that was borage.” 
Echosong turned over a few of the stems with one 
paw. “But it's not, it’s comfrey.” 

Hawkwing felt as if all the blood was draining from 
his heart, and he saw black sparkles in the sky. 
“StarClan, no!” he gasped. “Have I been poisoning 
them?” Its like everything has to go wrong for 
SkyClan, even when we try our best, he thought, his 
pelt growing hot with guilt. 

Echosong shook her head. “No, we use a poultice 
of comfrey root for wounds,” she explained. “The 
leaves aren't good for much, that I know of, but they 
wouldn't do any harm. But now I need to find some 
real borage.” 

Hawkwing sent Sparrowpelt and Tinycloud with 
Echosong into the trees in case of trouble. The patrol 
returned quickly, Echosong carrying a bunch of herbs 
in her jaws. 

“We're lucky that so far there hasn't been a frost,” 
she mewed as she dropped the stems beside the sick 
cats’ nest. “That kills off herbs quicker than anything.” 

Hawkwing bent his head to examine the herbs 
Echosong had brought. He saw that the leaves of 


borage looked very much like comfrey, but the scent 
was quite different. A medicine cat would have 
known that. 

Echosong chewed up the leaves and managed to 
force the pulp between the sick cats’ jaws. Hawkwing 
watched intently, hoping for some sign of improvement, 
even though he knew it was far too soon to expect any 
change. 

“They will get better, won't they?” Bellaleaf 
asked; she had stayed crouched beside her brother 
ever since she returned. 

“That's in the paws of StarClan,” Echosong 
replied, but then added, “I’ve seen cats recover from 
worse illness than this.” 

“I wish there was something I could do,” Bellaleaf 
meowed. 

“There is,” Hawkwing told her briskly. “Lead a 
hunting patrol, and bring back some prey for them 
when they wake up.” 

Bellaleaf glanced at Rileypool, clearly reluctant to 
leave him, then rose to her paws. “Right away, 
Hawkwing. PI find some other cats.” 

“You're right to keep her busy,” Echosong mewed 


to Hawkwing when Bellaleaf had gone. “I wouldn't 
say this in front of her, but Pm not hopeful for 
Rileypool. Firefern, too. They’re both very far gone.” 

A heavy knot of dread gathered in Hawkwing's 
belly as he braced himself to ask the next question. 
“And Finkit?” 

Echosong sighed, looking at the kit’s frail chest as 
it rose and fell. “It’s hard to say. He has youth on his 
side. But he’s so tiny. . . .” 

Hawkwing felt like his heart was being squeezed 
so tightly it might burst. He had to look away. 

Please, StarClan, if anything I’ve ever done 
has pleased you . . . please, spare that kit. 


The last warriors of StarClan were fading from the 
sky as the dawn light strengthened. In the middle of 
the rocky hollow the cats of SkyClan crouched around 
the bodies of their Clanmates, stiff and cold in death, 
with frost sparkling in their fur. 

Hawkwing tried to find some consolation in looking 
at the cats who had survived the sickness. Macgyver 
and Blossomheart were out of danger, though still 
weak and shaky. And Finkit looked desperately small 
and skinny beside his robust littermates, but he was 


gaining strength every day. A small spark of joy kindled 
inside Hawkwing as he remembered the moment when 
Finkit had opened his eyes, wailing plaintively for his 
mother and complaining about how hungry he was. 

But his joy was quenched when he looked at the 
bodies of Rileypool and Firefern, who were lost to the 
illness. They’l never hunt again, never have an 
apprentice to mentor, never take a mate or have 
kits.... 

As the sky grew flushed with rose and amber 
where the sun would rise, Echosong rose to her paws 
and took a few paces forward to stand beside her dead 
Clanmates. “May StarClan light your path, Firefern 
and Rileypool” she mewed, using the words which 
medicine cats had spoken beside the dead for seasons 
upon seasons. “May you find good hunting, swift 
running, and shelter when you sleep.” 

Her words signaled the end of the vigil. Cats began 
to rise and stretch the stiffness out of their muscles. 
With no elders remaining in the Clan, Hawkwing was 
wondering who to choose to take care of the burial, 
when Leafstar also rose and came to stand beside 
Echosong. 


“We have lost two valuable Clanmates,” she 
began, then stopped as her voice quivered on the last 
few words. 

Hawkwing understood how difficult this was for 
his Clan leader. It was her duty to inspire her Clan, and 
yet she was also grieving as a mother. Only 
Harrybrook remained of the kits she and Billystorm 
had together, and Billystorm himself was gone, buried 
in a remote place where Leafstar would never set 
paw. 

The Clan leader took several deep breaths and 
gave her pelt a shake. “Yet it’s important that we go on 
believing in our Clan,” she went on, in command of 
herself again. “Rileypool and Firefern believed, and I 
believe, that StarClan will guide us to a brighter 
future.” 

‘Td like to believe that too.” Plumwillow spoke up 
from where she sat beside her kits. “But if StarClan 
wants to guide us, why hasn't Echosong had another 
vision?” 

It was Echosong who replied. “I had the dream 
that led me back to you,” she pointed out. “And that 
means that StarClan has broken their silence.” 


“Then why hasn't StarClan just told you where to 
find the lake and the other Clans?” Sagenose 
challenged her. 

“Visions don't work like that,” Echosong told him, 
a hint of regret in her voice. “StarClan shows me what 
it wants to show, when it wants to show me. We must 
all have faith.” 

“We’ve had faith ever since we were driven out of 
the gorge,” Plumwillow meowed bitterly. “If StarClan 
cares for us, surely they would have given us some 
better guidance by now? We’ve been tramping through 
barren territory for so long!” She let out a 
contemptuous snort. “Does StarClan enjoy seeing us 
suffer like this? How can we still be loyal to them?” 

Gasps of dismay came from some of her 
Clanmates, but others were nodding and murmuring 
agreement. 

“You mustn’t talk like that,” Hawkwing protested. 

“Yes, StarClan must have a reason for what they 
tell us—or don’t tell us,” Echosong agreed. 

“Maybe their ‘reason’ is that they’ve forgotten 
us!” Plumwillow snapped. “Wouldn’t we all live better 
lives if we gave up the idea of finding the lake? We’ve 


had no home for so long—are we truly a Clan 
anymore, or just a tattered, undernourished group of 
rogues?” 

Yowls of protest arose from some of the cats 
around her, though Hawkwing could see that others 
still agreed with Plumwillow. And I'm trying 
desperately hard not to be one of them. 

“We are and always will be a Clan.” Leafstar’s 
voice cut through the noise. “I will never lose faith that 
eventually we will find the other Clans and the home 
where we are meant to live.” 

“Leafstar is right,’ Echosong added. “StarClan has 
sent me one dream, and I know others will follow.” 

“We might wait for that until our tails drop off!” 
Sagenose huffed. 

Hawkwing rose to stand beside Leafstar and 
Echosong. “Rogue cats only look out for themselves,” 
he pointed out. “Clan cats help each other, and that's 
what we’ve been doing all along. Of course we're a 
Clan, and we must go on believing there are better 
times ahead.” 

Plumwillow gave him a furious glare. “You’ve got 
bees in your brain, Hawkwing!” 


I can understand why shes angry with me, 
Hawkwing thought. And in a way she’s right. I wish 1 
didn t see so much truth in her words. 

Even though Hawkwing knew he had to support 
his Clan leader and his medicine cat, he was inwardly 
torn. He could easily imagine the kind of life he could 
have with Plumwillow and her kits if they abandoned 
the rest of the Clan and found a cozy cave, or perhaps 
a barn like the one where Barley lived. If they had only 
themselves to feed, they would all get more prey. 

Plumwillow has never been my mate, but it’s 
been so long now since Sandynose and 
Pebbleshine disappeared. . . . Maybe she and I 
could be together, someday. 

Hawkwing pushed away the enticing vision. No, 
my first duty is to my Clan. 

While Hawkwing was thinking, the argument had 
raged on around him. He began to realize that it didn’t 
matter what he or any cat said: Most of his Clanmates 
were too beaten down by the onset of leaf-bare, the 
endless wandermg, the losses of their Clanmates, and 
the silence from StarClan to have any hope for the 
future. 


“SkyClan is dead,” Plumwillow stated flatly. “It has 
been, really, ever since we were driven out of the 
gorge. Are we trying to revive something we should 
have given up on long ago?” She lashed her tail; her 
kits were staring up at her with huge, bewildered eyes. 
“Nothing lasts forever,” she continued. “The original 
SkyClan died out, too.” 

Hawkwing could see Leafstar’s anguish in her 
eyes and the drooping of her shoulders. For a few 
moments she was silent, and the conflicting voices died 
away as every cat turned to her. 

“I can't hold cats hostage if they want to leave.” 
Leafstar’s words were forced out. “But let us not 
decide while tempers are high and the bodies of our 
Clanmates lie beside us. Tomorrow I will call a Clan 
meeting and we will discuss this again.” 

To Hawkwing’s relief, murmurs of agreement met 
his leader’s suggestion. Even Plumwillow had nothing 
more to say. 

Hawkwing glanced around the group of cats and 
beckoned with his tail to Sparrowpelt, Sagenose, 
Bellaleaf, and Rabbitleap. “Please carry Firefern and 
Rileypool out of camp and bury them,” he directed. 


He watched the cats he had chosen carefully lift 
the bodies of their Clanmates and bear them away, 
padding downstream to where a hawthorn bush hung 
over the water. The rest of the cats began to disperse. 
Clan life continued on, but Hawkwing’s heart was still 
heavy. 

Is this the end of SkyClan? 


“Great StarClan, you’re alive!” 

The joyful yowl roused Hawkwing from sleep. The 
pale sun of leaf-bare was shining through the branches 
of the thornbush where he had made his den, and there 
was a stir of movement outside in the camp. He 
sprang to his paws, scattering moss from his nest. 

Its so late . . . I should have sent out the 
patrols! And what is going on out there? 

Hawkwing bounded out into the camp and halted 
as if he had slammed into a tree. It can t be! But... 

Across the rocky hollow, Sandynose was standing 
just outside the nursery, with Plumwillow beside him, 
purring ecstatically. The two cats had twined their tails 
together, and Sandynose was covering Plumwillow’s 
head with loving licks. 

A rush of emotion shook Hawkwing like a leaf in a 


gale. He felt wonder and relief that Sandynose was 
still alive, and had found his Clan again after so long, 
but warring with that was grief at the way Plumwillow 
was greeting him so happily. 

Hawkwing stood still for a few heartbeats, 
grappling with the hurt he felt at being forgotten. Since 
the kits had been born, Plumwillow had often turned to 
him for advice or support, but she had never looked at 
him with that blaze of happiness in her eyes. Of 
course she didnt, Hawkwing thought to himself, 
feeling foolish, Sandynose is her real mate. Her 
Pebbleshine. 

At the thought of his own mate, his breath caught. 
Then he asked himself how he would react if 
Pebbleshine suddenly came back to him, alive. 

Plumwillow rubbed her cheek against Sandynose’s, 
purring loudly enough for Hawkwing to hear it across 
the hollow. 

Yes, it would be just like that. 

“But what happened to you?” Plumwillow asked, 
when their first joyous reunion was over. 

“Fallowfern and I were trapped in a Twoleg den,” 
Sandynose explained. He waved his tail, and for the 


first time Hawkwing noticed that Fallowfern was 
standing a couple of fox-lengths away. “The stupid 
creatures wouldn't let us out, and it took us a half 
moon or so to outwit them and get away. We went 
back to the gorge, but it was full of rogues, so we went 
into the Twolegplace to find Ebonyclaw. She told us 
you were heading for Barley’s barn, and we decided to 
follow.” 

“Did you get there?” Blossomheart asked urgently 
as more cats crowded up to greet the newcomers. 
“Did you see Cherrytail and Cloudmist?” 

Hawkwing waited tensely for the answer. 

“Yes, and they're both fine,” Sandynose replied. 
“Getting nice and fat on Barley’s mice! So then,” he 
continued his story, “Barley showed us the right 
direction, and we’ve been wandering, trying to find 
you, ever since.” 

“But how did you?” Tinycloud asked. “We've 
traveled so far!” 

“Finally we came to a lake,” Sandynose replied. 
“The hunting was good, so we settled there for a 
while. We met a kittypet—he said his name was Max 
—and he told us cats had been living there for a while, 


so that gave us hope we would catch up to you sooner 
or later. And now we can't believe our luck!” he 
finished, with a loving look at his mate. “Plumwillow is 
alive—and our kits. Oh, StarClan, can I meet them?” 

Her eyes shining proudly, Plumwillow turned back 
to the nursery and called to her kits. They emerged 
drowsily into the open, and Hawkwing could recognize 
the uncertainty and confusion in their eyes as they 
gazed up at Sandynose. 

“Kits, this is your father,” Plumwillow explained. 

Reedkit blinked in bewilderment, glancing from 
Sandynose to Hawkwing and back again. “But... I 
thought Hawkwing was our father,” she mewed. 

Plumwillow gave her chest fur a couple of 
embarrassed licks. “No,” she responded. “Hawkwing 
has helped me look after you since you were born, and 
he loves you very much, but he isn't your father. 
Sandynose is your father.” 

Sandynose turned his head to look at Hawkwmg, 
surprised and not entirely pleased. His eyes narrowed 
and the tip of his tail switched. Hawkwing's pelt grew 
hot as he shared Plumwillow’s embarrassment, and his 
heart began to pound as he wondered what Sandynose 


would say. 

“Its okay,” Plumwillow meowed rapidly, before 
her mate could speak. “Hawkwing helped me when I 
had a hard time at my kitting, and he’s been a huge 
help with the kits ever since. He lost his mate, too, so 
we had lots to talk about— just as friends.” 

Hawkwing nodded, feeling how weird this was, 
and how he wanted to make it absolutely clear to 
Sandynose that he hadn’t stolen his mate. And now, 
I’m never going to. “That's right, just as friends,” he 
confirmed. 

Sandynose relaxed. “Thank you, Hawkwing,” he 
murmured. “I can never repay you for keepmg my 
family safe.” 

“Uh . . . don’t mention it,” Hawkwing responded. 
He was trying hard to hide the hurt he felt, as he 
remembered all the good times he had spent with the 
kits, playing and telling stories and beginning to teach 
them all they would need to know. 

There'll be times like that again. Hawkwing tried 
to believe that, but he knew he was deceiving himself. 

Watching the kits chatting eagerly with their real 
father, Hawkwing felt the truth settle over him like a 


weight on his chest. /t will never be the same. 

By now all the cats were awake, vying to tell 
Sandynose about their experiences since they left the 
gorge. Hawkwing watched sadly as Fallowfern 
struggled with the news that her mate Waspwhisker 
had been taken by Twolegs at the lake. 

“So what's next for the Clan?” Sandynose asked 
eventually. “Do you have any idea where you're 
gomg?” 

Hawkwing remembered that Sandynose had 
already been lost when Echosong had her vision of the 
Clan living beside a lake. Sandynose’s eyes grew wide 
with wonder as she told him about it. 

“At first, we thought the lake where you met Max 
was the place in my vision,” the medicine cat 
explained. “But we were wrong. Too many Twolegs 
came there in greenleaf, and there was nowhere left 
for cats to live in peace.” 

“So we moved on.” Leafstar took up the story. 
“But we haven't found the lake of Echosong’s vision, 
and now we've come to a... a place where a 
decision must be made. Some cats are losing hope, and 
there are still moons of leaf-bare to come. Do we keep 


going, or do we split up and admit that SkyClan is .. . 
dead?” 

“Pm sorry, Leafstar.” Plumwillow turned to her 
Clan leader, hope sparkling in her eyes. “For 
everything I said yesterday. Seeing Sandynose and 
Fallowfern again has given me a change of heart. How 
could we ever have found each other again if we 
weren’t all destined to be together?” 

“That’s right,” Sagenose—who had been almost as 
certain as Plumwillow that SkyClan had no future— 
agreed. “If Sandynose and Fallowfern could find us, 
then there’s hope that the others who stayed by the 
gorge, or even the cats who were lost by the lake, 
might come back to us someday.” He raised his head 
and let out a triumphant yowl. “Long live SkyClan!” 

“Long live SkyClan! Long live SkyClan!” his 
Clanmates chorused around him. Their eyes shone 
with enthusiasm and commitment, and Hawkwing felt 
that he was part of the strong SkyClan that he 
remembered, not a ragtag band of cats who were 
scarcely better than rogues or loners. 

Hawkwing saw the relief that flooded into 
Leafstar’s amber eyes. He shared it, and yet he found 


himself struggling with conflicting emotions. 
I’m glad that SkyClan lives on. But what is my 
place in it now? 


Hawkwing led out a hunting patrol, and returned to 
find Plumwillow and Sandynose playing with the kits 
outside the nursery. Sandynose was tossing a ball of 
moss to each kit in turn, catching it when they batted it 
back to him. 

“Hey, Hawkwing, come and join us!” he called as 
Hawkwing padded past. 

Hawkwing deposited his prey on the fresh-kill pile, 
then bounded over to the nursery. All three kits leaped 
up as he approached, jumping on him with mock 
growls and battering at him with their soft paws. 

“Stinky badger!” Finkit snarled. “Get out of our 
camp!” 

“Yes,” Dewkit added. “Get out or we’ll rip your fur 
off!” 

Hawkwing rolled over and pretended to be 
terrified. He caught a glimpse of Sandynose, who was 
looking a little hurt as he watched the game. 

How would I feel, he asked himself, if I was 
reunited with my kits at this age? I’d be very 


jealous of any cat who raised them in my place. 
“Sorry, kits,” he mewed, rising to his paws and 
shaking them off gently. “I have to go and speak to 
Leafstar.” 
Padding away, he felt as much pain as if they had 
really ripped his fur off, but he knew that he was doing 
the right thing. 


Tiny paws were prodding Hawkwing all over, and 
he blinked himself awake. Shaking off sleep, he 
realized it was still the middle of the night; in the faint 
light of the moon he made out Dewkit, Reedkit, and 
Finkit standing over him. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “You should 
be in the nursery with Plumwillow.” 

“He's there,” Reedkit mewed with a disdainful 
flick of her tail. 

“We want you to tell us what's going on,” Finkit 
explained. “You 're our father, not this stranger.” 

“Yeah, can't you send him away?” Dewkit asked. 
“You're Clan deputy; every cat has to do what you tell 
them.” 

Hawkwing stared at them; for a moment he didn’t 
know where to start. “Plumwillow would be very sad if 


I sent Sandynose away,” he began at last. 

Reedkit shrugged. “She didn't seem like she was 
all that sad before he came back.” 

Hawkwing beckoned the kits to come and snuggle 
down with him in the moss and bracken of his nest, 
away from the frosty night breeze. 

“Now listen,” he meowed. “Plumwillow chose 
Sandynose to be your father, not me, and—” 

“Then she’s a stupid furball!” Finkit interrupted. 

Hawkwing gave him a gentle tap on the nose, his 
claws carefully sheathed. “That’s no way to talk about 
your mother,” he scolded, then went on, “I had a mate, 
too, and she was expecting my kits. Her name was 
Pebbleshine, and I loved her very much. But a Twoleg 
monster carried her away, and I lost her.” 

All three kits’ eyes were round with dismay; 
Hawkwing realized this was the first time they had 
heard the details of what had happened. “That’s 
terrible!” Reedkit breathed out. 

“If I found my kits now,” Hawkwing continued, 
struggling to keep his voice even, “I would want the 
chance to be a father to them, even though nothing 
could make up for the time we lost. Can you 


understand that?” 

“Sort of... ,” Reedkit replied. 

“And Sandynose loves all of you very much, just as 
I would love my kits if I could meet them. But he’s 
only just getting to know you. You have to give him 
time.” 

“But does that mean you cant be our father 
anymore?” Dewkit asked. “Can't we have two?” 

Hawkwing suppressed a mrrow of laughter. “I’m 
not sure,” he meowed, his amusement giving way to 
sadness. “Sandynose is a great cat. I want to give you 
space to get to know him.” 

Reedkit hunched her shoulders with a mutinous 
look. “I don’t want to know him!” 

“That's unkind.” Hawkwing stretched out his tail 
and gave the little she-kit a gentle flick around her 
ears. “You don’t want to hurt Sandynose, do you?” 

“No, but . . .” Reedkit gave her pelt a shake. “It’s 
not fair!” 

“Everything was fine before Sandynose came,” 
Dewkit agreed. “Why does it all have to change?” 

Hawkwing took a deep breath, trying to find some 
way of persuading the kits to trust Sandynose. “Your 


father and mother make each other very happy,” he 
began at last. “And they want you to be part of that 
happiness. You can’t do that if you won't give 
Sandynose a chance. He’ll be a really good father, I 
know he will.” 

“I guess he’s okay,” Finkit muttered doubtfully. 
“But he’s not you, Hawkwing.” 

Hawkwing felt that love and pain were going to 
tear him apart. “I’m not your father. But that doesn’t 
mean I don’t care for you,” he reassured the kits. “T’ll 
always be here to help you if you ever need me.” 

The three kits exchanged disappointed glances. “T 
guess we can be nicer to Sandynose,” Reedkit mewed. 
“But he doesn’t know about being a badger and all the 
other games you play with us.” 

“Give him time,” Hawkwing responded, touching 
noses with each of the kits in turn. “Now, off you go, 
back to the nursery before Plumwillow misses you.” 

Wriggling out of his nest, the kits scampered off. 
Hawkwing watched them across the camp, his heart 
feeling hollow and empty. 

Will I ever be able to raise kits of my own? 





CHAPTER 35 
+ 


SkyClan spent a few more days in the rocky hollow, 
until the sick cats had recovered enough to travel, and 
Sandynose and Fallowfern had rested from their 
wanderings. Then Leafstar gave the order to move on. 

“You lead us this time,” she meowed to Echosong. 
“StarClan guided your paws to find us; perhaps they”Il 
guide you to the lake and the other Clans.” 

But if that was true, Hawkwing thought, StarClan 
was taking their time about it. 

A few days later, the Clan emerged from a narrow 
valley to see the dens of a Twolegplace spread out in 
front of them. The air above it looked hazy; a faint, 
harsh tang reached them on the breeze and in the 
distance they could hear the roar of monsters. 

“I don’t want to go that way,” Plumwillow 
meowed. “I don’t want to be near Twolegs ever 
agam!” 

Hawkwing, standing beside her near the front of 
the group, rested his tail-tip reassuringly on her 
shoulder. “I know,” he murmured. “But maybe we 


have to.” 

“But we might meet some of those weird yellow 
Twolegs,” Finkit objected. 

“Yes, and they”Il scoop us up in their cobweb- 
things and take us away!” Dewkit added, his eyes 
huge with apprehension. 

Hawkwing saw that Leafstar and Echosong were 
deep in conversation, though he was too far away to 
hear what they were saying. A moment later Leafstar 
leaped up onto a nearby rock and raised her voice to 
address the rest of the Clan. 

“Echosong says this is the way we must go,” the 
Clan leader meowed. “But we’ll try to pass alongside 
the Twoleg dens, so we don't risk meeting many 
Twolegs or monsters.” 

“One Twoleg is too many,” Sagenose muttered. 

“We can travel by night,” Echosong pointed out. 
“That way most of the Twolegs and their monsters will 
be asleep in their nests.” 

“So we”Il rest here until the sun goes down,” 
Leafstar continued. “Every cat should hunt and then 
try to get some sleep.” 

The rocky valley didn’t offer much prey, but 


Hawkwing managed to catch a rabbit and Sandynose 
caught a shrew while Plumwillow found a sheltered 
spot where the kits could take a nap. They all settled 
down together after they had shared the fresh-kill, 
Hawkwing a short distance away. 

He found it impossible to sleep. The lake where 
they were to meet the other Clans had never seemed 
so far away. 

The sky was streaked red with the last traces of 
sunlight when the cats of SkyClan set out again, 
padding cautiously across the open space that 
separated them from the Twolegplace. The acrid tang 
in the air grew stronger and harsh yellow light spilled 
out onto the ground as they approached the dens. 
Monsters roared up and down the Thunderpaths, 
beams from their huge eyes slicing through the 
gathering darkness. 

Leafstar and Hawkwing kept their Clanmates 
bunched together as they slipped between the dens, 
darting from one clot of shadow to the next, crouching 
in a shivering cluster as monsters or Twolegs passed 
by. Hawkwing couldn’t forget his lost Clanmates’ 
despairing wails as the Twolegs carried them off from 


the lake camp. 

After what seemed like a moon, he felt himself 
relax as he and his Clanmates left the last of the 
Twoleg dens behind and headed out across a stretch of 
open ground covered with coarse grass and scrubby 
bushes. The grass stems were stiff and spiky, furred 
with frost, pricking the cats’ pads as they trudged over 
them. But in spite of the discomfort, and a cold wind 
buffeting ther fur, Hawkwing sensed the easing of 
tension among his Clanmates too. 

The sky was beginning to grow pale with the light 
of dawn, showing a belt of woodland crossing their 
path, the leafless branches outlined against the sky. 

“Trees!”  Sparrowpelt exclaimed. “Thank 
StarClan!” 

Sandynose swiped his tongue around his jaws. 
“And where there are trees, there’ ll be prey.” 

But when the cats arrived under the trees, they 
found that there was little undergrowth, and the scanty 
prey-scents were faint and growing stale. 

“I think all the prey is hiding away down their 
holes,” Tinycloud grumbled. 

Plumwillow managed to track down a mouse, 


which she gave to her kits to share, and Sparrowpelt 
caught a squirrel after a frantic dash through the 
branches, but none of the other cats had any luck. 

Then Hawkwing caught sight of a few rabbit holes 
in a steep bank on the far side of the trees. His 
whiskers twitched at the scent of rabbit. “Look over 
there,” he murmured to Leafstar. “I could go down one 
of those holes and scare the rabbits out.” 

“You will not,” Leafstar replied decisively. “I don’t 
want my deputy stuck down a rabbit hole. If we wait, 
maybe they’ ll come out on their own.” 

Hawkwing sighed. “Okay.” 

As the dawn light strengthened, most of the Clan 
settled down at the edge of the wood, their gazes fixed 
on the rabbit holes. Plumwillow and Sandynose kept 
their kits well back among the trees, so the kits 
wouldn’t make a noise and scare away the prey. 

Eventually Hawkwing saw a flicker of movement 
at the mouth of one of the burrows, and a rabbit 
hopped into the open. It halted a fox-length away from 
the opening and began to nibble the grass. 

“Wait a few moments,” Hawkwing whispered, his 
jaws beginning to water. “Let it come out a bit further 


before we attack.” 

He had scarcely finished speaking when a flash of 
ginger erupted from the top of the bank. A ginger tom 
leaped straight onto the rabbit, pinning it down with his 
claws and cutting off its squeal with a bite to the neck. 

“Hey!” Macgyver called out, jumping to his paws. 
“That was ours!” 

The ginger tom paused in the act of stooping to 
pick up his prey. “Yours?” he snarled. “My claws. My 
teeth. My prey.” 

Macgyver stalked out into the open, followed by 
the rest of the Clan. “Shove off, flea-pelt!” he 
snapped. 

The ginger tom's fur bristled and he crouched over 
the body of the rabbit, ready to spring. He didn’t look 
at all intimidated by the number of cats surrounding 
him. 

Hawkwing exchanged an uneasy glance with 
Leafstar. The tom was no full-fed kittypet; he was 
clearly a rogue or a loner, and he looked just as thin 
and desperate as the SkyClan cats. 

“We can’t risk a fight,” Leafstar murmured. 
“We’ve enough problems without that. Besides, he is 


the one who caught the rabbit.” 

“TI deal with it,” Hawkwing responded, an idea 
slipping into his mind. 

He padded forward, gesturing with his tail for his 
Clanmates to keep back. “Okay,” he meowed to the 
ginger tom. “You can keep the prey if you”Il answer a 
few questions.” 

The tom narrowed his eyes. “What questions?” 

“Is there a big lake around here?” Hawkwing 
began. “One that’s so big you can stand on the shore 
and hardly see the other side.” 

The tom’s hostility began to fade, replaced by 
confusion. He shook his head. “There’s nowhere like 
that around here.” 

A chill of despair began to creep through 
Hawkwing’s pelt, but he went on. “Then do you know 
about any Clans of cats nearby?” 

The ginger tom twitched his whiskers, puzzled. 
“Clans?” 

“Cats like us,” Hawkwing mewed. 

The tom raked his gaze across the SkyClan 
warriors and gave a disdainful sniff. “Mange-ridden 
prey-stealers, you mean?” 


A low growl came from Sparrowpelt’s throat, but 
Hawkwing glared at him and flicked his tail at his 
Clanmate for silence. 

“Clan cats live in a group together,” Leafstar 
explained, padding up beside Hawkwing. “We look 
after each other and train our young ones.” 

“Really?” The ginger tom sneered. “That doesn’t 
seem to have done you much good, does it?” 

Hawkwing winced at the truth behind the tom’s 
words. “Have you seen any cats like that?” he asked. 

“No. Never heard of Clans before. Never want to 
hear about them again. You’ve all got brains full of 
feathers!” 

Without waiting for a response, the ginger tom 
snatched up the rabbit, bounded up the bank past the 
burrows, and vanished from sight. 

“That went well,” Hawkwing sighed. 

“We”d better move on,” Leafstar meowed, above 
the angry muttering of her Clan. “It sounds like we’ve 
still got a long way to go.” 


Finally, after more than two moons, the cats of 
SkyClan made camp in a copse of oaks and gorse 
bushes, where the ground was covered with bracken 


and bramble thickets, offermg some shelter from the 
cold. 

“We’ll rest here for a few days,” Leafstar decided. 
“Tonight is the full moon, when StarClan draws closest 
to us. Perhaps they will send us a sign at last.” 

Every cat was too exhausted that night to do more 
than curl up where they stood. The following morning, 
Hawkwing began to make a proper nest for himself in 
the bracken. As he pulled at the dead brown stems, he 
noticed tiny new fronds beginning to uncurl in the 
depths of the clump. The biting green color brought a 
sudden surge of hope in his heart. 

Maybe this long, miserable leaf-bare is coming 
to an end at last. 

Looking up, Hawkwing spotted Echosong speaking 
urgently to Leafstar across the makeshift camp. He 
hardly had time to wonder what that was all about 
before Leafstar raised her head and let out a yowl. 

“Let all cats old enough to catch their own prey 
join here in the middle of the camp for a Clan 
meeting!” 

Cats slid out of the bracken where, like Hawkwing, 
they had been making their nests. Plumwillow’s kits 


bounced to the front of the crowd, with Sandynose and 
Plumwillow just behind them. Bellaleaf sat beside 
Fallowfern and Blossomheart, while Sparrowpelt and 
Macgyver padded up from the opposite side of the 
camp. The rest of the Clan gathered around; 
Hawkwing could feel a sense of tension in the air, as if 
every cat was expecting something to happen. 

He bounded over to join his Clanmates, noticing 
that Leafstar’s amber eyes were glowing and her 
whiskers quivering. 

Shes excited about something, he thought, and 
she’s doing a poor job of hiding it. 

When the entire Clan had assembled, Leafstar let 
her gaze travel over her cats. “Echosong has had 
another vision,” she announced. Raising her voice to 
carry over the eager exclamations from the rest of the 
Clan, she added, “Echosong, please tell us about it.” 

The medicine cat stepped up to Leafstar’s side and 
raised her head; her beautiful green eyes were full of 
joy and gratitude. “I was tempted to lose hope, after 
we had been traveling for so long,” she began. “But 
last night, under the light of the full moon, I begged 
StarClan to send me a sign that we were still on the 


right track—that SkyClan had a future to share, and 
not merely a past.” 

“And they answered you?” Tinycloud asked. 

“Yes, I had a vision,” Echosong replied. “I saw 
Skystar, the pale gray tom who first appeared to me in 
the Whispering Cave, and told me to find the spark that 
remains.” 

“What did he say this time?” Sparrowpelt asked 
eagerly. 

“He told me, “Embrace what you find in the 
shadows, for only they can clear the sky,” Echosong 
announced to the Clan. 

“Well, that's really helpful!” Sagenose exclaimed 
with a disgusted twitch of his whiskers. 

“Yes, why does StarClan have to be so vague?” 
Plumwillow demanded. “Would it hurt them to tell us 
clearly so we can understand?” 

More cats jumped in with their comments and 
suggestions, and as the arguments rose Echosong had 
to wave her tail vigorously for silence. “Skystar 
showed me a five-pointed maple leaf,” Echosong told 
the Clan, “and said that now SkyClan is scattered like 
leaves, blown by the wind.” 


“We know that,” Sagenose muttered. 

Echosong ignored the interruption. “But then he 
told me to look at the leaf.” 

Hawkwing’s pads prickled with irritation at this 
incomprehensible message. Glancing around, he 
realized that his Clanmates were just as bewildered as 
he was. Confused murmuring arose from them as they 
exchanged puzzled glances. Hawkwing felt as though 
he was wandering in a fog, and that StarClan's sign 
had made it even harder to decide what path they 
should take. 

Then Hawkwing noticed that a look of 
understanding was spreading over Leafstar’s face, her 
amber eyes glowing with sudden excitement. “I see!” 
she exclaimed. “A leaf with five pomts—and including 
SkyClan, there are five Clans! We are on the right 
track. StarClan wants us to find the other Clans.” 

Cats turned to each other, eagerly discussing what 
they had just heard. Then Blossomheart spoke up. 
“That’s all very well, but that’s what we already 
thought they meant. And it doesn’t exactly tell us what 
to do.” 

Echosong dipped her head. “True. StarClan never 


makes it easy for us. But I asked for a sign that we 
were on the right track—and we are! StarClan hasn't 
forgotten us.” 

Her Clanmates nodded in agreement. Hawkwing's 
gaze fell on the tender new fern fronds uncurling in the 
midst of the dead brown growth of previous seasons. 
Beside them was a single yellow flower of coltsfoot, 
glowing like a tiny sun. Maybe new hope is coming 
after all. Maybe SkyClan will be rewarded for 
surviving this miserable leaf-bare. 

All morning a stiff breeze had been blowing, 
driving gray clouds across the sky. Now rain fell in a 
sharp, freezing shower, sending the SkyClan cats 
diving for shelter in the bushes. Hawkwing crouched 
underneath some thickly growing holly branches, 
licking the icy drops from his fur and struggling to hold 
on to his earlier optimism. 

StarClan has chosen to speak to us again. 1 
must hold on to that. 

When at last the rain had passed, Leafstar called 
the cats back into the middle of the camp. 

“There is one more thing to do,” she announced, 
“and one of the most important duties of a Clan leader. 


Dewkit, Finkit, Reedkit, come here.” 

Exchanging wondering glances, the three kits 
padded up to stand in front of Leafstar, while 
Plumwillow let out a soft wail. 

“Just look at them! It’s as if they’d been pulled 
through the bushes backward! Why does Leafstar 
never give us any notice?” 

“Today it is my task to make three new 
apprentices,” Leafstar went on. “And I can think of no 
better way to commit ourselves to the future under the 
guidance of StarClan.” Beckoning Dewkit with her tail, 
she continued, “From this day forward, this apprentice 
will be known as Dewpaw. Macgyver, you gave up 
your life as a kittypet to follow SkyClan. I trust you will 
pass on your commitment to Dewpaw as his mentor.” 

A look of pleased surprise gathered on Macgyver’s 
face as Dewpaw trotted up to him and stretched up to 
touch his nose. 

“Dewpaw! Dewpaw!” 

Hawkwing joined in as his Clanmates chanted the 
new apprentice’s name, then watched proudly as 
Leafstar apprenticed Finkit to Blossomheart and 
Reedkit to Bellaleaf. 


“Finpaw! Reedpaw! Finpaw! Reedpaw!” the Clan 
called out, while the new apprentices glowed with 
excitement. 

Hawkwing felt a moment's pang that he wasn't to 
mentor one of his beloved kits, then reflected that if he 
had been the mentor for one of them, the other two 
would have felt left out, and discontented with their 
own mentors. 

Leafstar has chosen well. 

He thought back over all the moons of their 
journey, remembering the effort it had taken to keep 
the kits safe and together—not to mention keeping the 
rest of SkyClan safe, too, so that they would see this 
day. Dogs, Twolegs, sickness . . . we have survived 
them all. Now he felt that SkyClan was waking from a 
bad dream, and these eager young cats were its future. 

He spotted Plumwillow casting him a grateful look, 
and dipped his head in acknowledgment. He could see 
in her eyes that she recognized how hard this was for 
him. Since Sandynose’s return, Hawkwing hadn’t tried 
to speak to her alone, not wanting to get into the middle 
of their happiness. But he felt a warm glow inside at 
the thought that Plumwillow remembered what he had 


done for her family. 

All three apprentices were crowding around 
Plumwillow and Sandynose, eagerly discussing their 
ceremony. “Wasn't it amazing when the whole Clan 
called out our names?” Reedpaw meowed. 

“It felt great!” Dewpaw puffed out his chest. “I’m 
gomg to be the best apprentice ever.” 

“No, you're not! I am!” Finpaw insisted, swiping at 
his brother ”s ear. 

Sandynose separated the two young cats with a 
gentle paw before they could start tussling. “That's 
enough of that,” he told them. “You have to behave 
yourselves and listen to your mentors. Then you'll all 
be great warriors one day.” 

“We will!” the new apprentices promised him 
fervently. 

Hawkwing could see that they were well on the 
way to accepting Sandynose, and he determinedly 
crushed down a small pang of regret. 

Then the kits broke away from their parents and 
came scampering across to him. 

“We’re apprentices now!” Finpaw announced. 
“Isn't it great?” 


“Pm very proud of all of you,” Hawkwing told 
them. “You’ve survived incredibly difficult times to 
become apprentices. And I truly believe that you will 
see SkyClan flourish again.” 

“T believe that, too!” Dewpaw assured him. 

At last the kits left, scurrying off excitedly to join 
their mentors. 

“I want to catch a mouse!” Reedpaw squealed, 
flinging herself at Bellaleaf. “Show me how!” 

“Stop squealing like that, for a start,” Bellaleaf 
responded, wryly amused. “Come on, Pl teach you the 
hunter’s crouch.” 

“Us too!” Finpaw demanded, bouncing up to 
Blossomheart, while Dewpaw skidded to a halt in front 
of Macgyver. 

All three mentors led their apprentices to a flat 
grassy area at the side of the camp, where 
Blossomheart began demonstrating the hunter’s 
crouch. 

As he watched them go, listening to their eager 
chatter, a familiar hollowness swelled inside 
Hawkwing. These are not my kits, he reminded 
himself. They will always have a place in my heart, 


but they cant truly fill the hole Pebbleshine and 
our kits have left behind. 

His paws led him to the top of a rocky bluff 
overlooking the camp. Wind ruffling his fur, Hawkwing 
raised his head to gaze at the sky, where the clouds 
were rapidly clearing. 

What will fill my heart, then? Hawkwmg asked 
himself. He didn’t feel the despair he had struggled 
with all leaf-bare, but he also didn’t have any answer 
to his question. 

“My brave warrior, with the wings of a hawk.” 
Echosong padded up beside him and settled down with 
her paws tucked under her. She met his gaze, curiosity 
in her green eyes. “What do you see when you look at 
the horizon?” she asked. 

Hawkwing gazed out across the vista of rolling hills 
and trees, and considered the medicine cat’s words. 
There was only one honest answer. “The future,” he 
replied. 

“That's no small task,” Echosong responded, “after 
the tragedies we’ve all suffered. It takes a strong cat 
to see the future, instead of getting lost in the past.” 

Hawkwing looked down at her. “Do you think 


we”Il find the other Clans?” 

“I know we will, for StarClan has told me so,” 
Echosong replied. “And they’ve told me something 
else, too.” 

Hawkwing waited curiously, but for a few 
heartbeats Echosong didn’t go on. 

“After I went back to sleep,” she continued at last, 
“I had a vision of a young she-cat who looked exactly 
like you, Hawkwing. At her paws was a maple leaf, 
and she nodded down to its five points. Do you know 
what that means?” 

Hawkwing stared at her, stunned. What could that 
mean? “She looked just like me?” he stammered. 
“Then...she... could she be my kin?” 

Echosong nodded sagely. “Your kin. . . or perhaps 
even your kit.” 

A wave of fierce emotion washed over Hawkwing, 
almost carrying him off his paws. Could my kits really 
be part of my future? Its what I want most in the 
world—but I never dreamed it could be possible. 

“You deserve happiness, after everything you’ve 
suffered,’ Echosong meowed. “It has been a long, 
difficult journey, but it has made you into a very strong 


cat—the very cat your Clan needs most.” 

“Thank you,” Hawkwing meowed fervently. 

Side by side, he and Echosong turned to look out at 
the sky. The clouds had cleared away, and the sun 
shone in a vast expanse of crystal blue. 

A fragile hope began to bloom inside Hawkwing. /f 
one of my kits is alive, then surely Pebbleshine is, 
too. For the first time he began to believe that 
everything his Clan had suffered would prove worth it 
in the end. 

We arent home by the lake yet, Hawkwing 
thought, but for the first time in a long while, 1 
believe we will be soon. 
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Excerpt from Warriors: A Vision of 
Shadows #1: The Apprentices Quest 


A new adventure begins—for all five warrior Clans. 
Read on for a sneak peek at 


A VISION OF SHADOWS 


WARRIORS 


THE APPRENTICE’S 
QUEST 





For many moons, the warrior cats have lived in peace in their 
territories around the lake. But a dark shadow looms on the 
horizon, and the time has come for Alderpaw—son of the 
ThunderClan leader, Bramblestar, and his deputy, Squir- 
relflight—to shape his destiny . . . and the fate of all the 


warrior Clans. 





CHAPTER 1 
+ 


Alderkit stood in front of the nursery, nervously 
shifting his weight. He unsheathed his claws, digging 
them into the beaten earth of the stone hollow, then 
sheathed them again and shook dust from his paws. 

Now what happens? he asked himself, his belly 
churning as he thought about his apprentice ceremony 
that was only moments away. What if there's some 
sort of an assessment before I can be an 
apprentice? 

Alderkit thought he had heard something about an 
assessment once. Perhaps it had been a few moons 
ago when Hollytuft, Fernsong, and Sorrelstripe were 
made warriors. But I can t really remember .. . I was 
so little then. 

His heart started to pound faster and faster. He 
tried to convince himself that some cat would have told 
him if he was supposed to prove that he was ready. 
Because I’m not sure that Iam ready to become an 
apprentice. Not sure at all. What if I can t do it? 

Deep im his own thoughts, Alderkit jumped in 


surprise as some cat nudged him hard from behind. 
Spinning around, he saw his sister Sparkkit, her orange 
tabby fur bushing out in all directions. 

“Aren't you excited?” she asked with an 
enthusiastic bounce. “Don’t you want to know who 
your mentor will be? I hope I get someone fun! Not a 
bossy cat like Berrynose, or one like Whitewing. She 
sticks so close to the rules I think she must recite the 
warrior code in her sleep!” 

“That's enough.” The kits’ mother, Squirrelflight, 
emerged from the nursery in time to hear Sparkkit's 
last words. “You're not supposed to have fun with 
your mentor,” she added, licking one paw and 
smoothing it over Sparkkit’s pelt. “You're supposed to 
learn from them. Berrynose and Whitewing are both 
fine warriors. You’d be very lucky to have either of 
them as your mentor.” 

Though Squirrelflight’s voice was sharp, her green 
gaze shone with love for her kits. Alderkit knew how 
much his mother adored him and his sister. He was 
only a kit, but he knew that Squirrelflight was old to 
have her first litter, and he remembered their shared 
grief for his lost littermates: Juniperkit, who had barely 


taken a breath before he died, and Dandelionkit, who 
had never been strong and who had slowly weakened 
until she also died two moons later. 

Sparkkit and I have to be the best cats we can 
be for Squirrelflight and Bramblestar. 

Sparkkit, meanwhile, wasn't at all cowed by her 
mother’s scolding. She twitched her tail and cheerfully 
shook her pelt until her fur fluffed up again. 

Alderkit wished he had her confidence. He hadn’t 
wondered until now who his mentor would be, and he 
gazed around the clearing at the other cats with new 
and curious eyes. /vypool would be an okay mentor, 
he thought, spotting the silver-and-white tabby she-cat 
returning from a hunting patrol with Lionblaze and 
Blossomfall. Shes friendly and a good hunter. 
Lionblaze is a bit scary, though. Alderkit suppressed 
a shiver at the sight of the muscles rippling beneath the 
golden warrior’s pelt. And it wont be Blossomfall, 
because she was just mentor for Hollytuft. Or 
Brackenfur or Rosepetal, because they mentored 
Sorrelstripe and Fernsong. 

Lost in thought, Alderkit watched Thornclaw, who 
had paused in the middle of the clearing to give himself 


a good scratch behind one ear. He’d probably be 
okay, though hes sort of short-tempered. ... 

“Hey, wake up!” Sparkkit trod down hard on 
Alderkit’s paw. “It's starting!” 

Alderkit realized that Bramblestar had appeared on 
the Highledge outside his den, way above their heads 
on the wall of the stone hollow. 

“Let every cat old enough to catch their own prey 
join here beneath the Highledge for a Clan meeting!” 
Bramblestar yowled. 

Alderkit gazed at his father admiringly as all the 
cats in the clearmg turned their attention to him and 
began to gather together. Hes so confident and 
strong. I’m so lucky to be the son of such an 
amazing cat. 

Bramblestar ran lightly down the tumbled rocks 
and took his place in the center of the ragged circle of 
cats that was forming at the foot of the rock wall. 
Squirrelflight gently nudged her two kits forward until 
they too stood in the circle. 

Alderkit’s belly began to churn even harder, and he 
tightened all his muscles to stop himself from 
trembling. J cant do this! he thought, struggling not to 


panic. 

Then he caught sight of his father’s gaze on him: 
such a warm, proud look that Alderkit instantly felt 
comforted. He took a few deep breaths, forcing 
himself to relax. 

“Cats of ThunderClan,” Bramblestar began, “this is 
a good day for us, because it’s time to make two new 
apprentices. Sparkkit, come here, please.” 

Instantly Sparkkit bounced into the center of the 
circle, her tail standing straight up and her fur bristling 
with excitement. She gazed confidently at her leader. 

“From this day forward,” Bramblestar meowed, 
touching Sparkkit on her shoulder with his tail-tip, “this 
apprentice will be known as Sparkpaw. Cherryfall, you 
will be her mentor. 1 trust that you will pass on to her 
your dedication to your Clan, your quick mind, and your 
excellent hunting skills.” 

Sparkpaw dashed across the circle to Cherryfall, 
bouncing with happiness, and the ginger she-cat bent 
her head to touch noses with her. 

“Sparkpaw! Sparkpaw!” the Clan began to yowl. 

Sparkpaw gave a pleased little hop as her 
Clanmates chanted her new name, her eyes shining as 


she stood beside her mentor. 

Alderkit joined in the acclamation, pleased to see 
how happy his sister looked. Thank StarClan! There 
wasn t any kind of test to prove that she was ready. 

As the yowling died away, Bramblestar beckoned 
to Alderkit with his tail. “Your turn,” he meowed, his 
gaze encouraging A lderkit on. 

Alderkit’s legs suddenly felt wobbly as he 
staggered into the center of the circle. His chest felt 
tight, as if he couldn’t breathe properly. But as he 
halted in front of Bramblestar, his father gave him a 
slight nod to steady him, and he stood with his head 
raised as Bramblestar rested the tip of his tail on his 
shoulder. 

“From this day forward, this apprentice will be 
known as Alderpaw,’ Bramblestar announced. 
“Molewhisker, you will be his mentor. You are loyal, 
determined, and brave, and I know that you will do 
your best to pass on these qualities to your 
apprentice.” 

As he padded across the clearing to join his 
mentor, Alderpaw wasn’t sure how he felt. He knew 
that Molewhisker was Cherryfall’s littermate, but the 


big cream-and-brown tom was much quieter than his 
sister, and had never shown much interest in the kits. 
His gaze was solemn as he bent to touch noses with 
Alderpaw. 

I hope I can make you proud of me, Alderpaw 
thought. I’m going to try my hardest! 

“Alderpaw! Alderpaw!” 

Alderpaw ducked his head and gave his chest fur a 
few embarrassed licks as he heard his Clan 
caterwauling his name. At the same time, he thought 
he would burst with happiness. 

At last the chanting died away and the crowd of 
cats began to disperse, heading toward their dens or 
the fresh-kill pile. Squirrelflight and Bramblestar 
padded over to join their kits. 

“Well done,” Bramblestar meowed. “It wasn’t so 
scary, was it?” 

“It was great!” Sparkpaw responded, her tail 
waving in the air. “I can't wait to go hunting!” 

“We’re so proud of both of you,” Squirrelflight 
purred, giving Sparkpaw and then Alderpaw a lick 
around their ears. “I’m sure you’ll both be wonderful 
warriors one day.” 


Bramblestar dipped his head in agreement. “I 
know you both have so much to give your Clan.” He 
stepped back as he finished speaking, and waved his 
tail to draw Molewhisker and Cherryfall closer. “Listen 
to your mentors,” he told the two new apprentices. 
“Im looking forward to hearing good things about your 
progress.” 

With an affectionate nuzzle he turned away and 
headed toward his den. Squirrelflight too gave her kits 
a quick cuddle, and then followed him. Alderpaw and 
Sparkpaw were left alone with Molewhisker and 
Cherryfall. 

Molewhisker faced Alderpaw, blinking solemnly. 
“It’s a big responsibility, being an apprentice,” he 
meowed. “You must pay close attention to everything 
you're taught, because one day your Clan may depend 
on your fighting or hunting skills.” 

Alderpaw nodded; his anxiety was returning. A 
hard lump of worry was lodged in his throat like an 
indigestible piece of fresh-kill. 

“You'll have to work hard to prove you have what 
it takes to be a proper warrior,” Molewhisker went on. 

His head held high, Alderpaw tried to look worthy, 


but was afraid he wasn’t making a very good job of tt. 
Hearing Cherryfall talking to Sparkpaw just behind him 
didn’t help at all. 

“ . . and we’ll have such fun exploring the 
territory!” the ginger she-cat mewed enthusiastically. 
“And now you’ll get to go to Gatherings.” 

Alderpaw couldn't help wishing that his own 
mentor was a little more like his littermate”s, instead of 
being so serious. 

“Can we start learning to hunt now?” Sparkpaw 
asked eagerly. 

It was Molewhisker who replied. “Not right now. 
As well as learning to be warriors, apprentices have 
special duties for the well-being of the whole Clan.” 

“What do we have to do?” Alderpaw asked, 
hoping to impress his mentor and show that he was 
ready for anything. 

There was a guilty look on Cherryfall’s face as she 
meowed, “Today you’re going to make the elders more 
comfortable by getting rid of their ticks.” 

Molewhisker waved his tail in the direction of the 
medicine cats’ den. “Go and ask Leafpool or 
Jayfeather for some mouse bile. They’ Il tell you how to 


use 1t.” 

“Mouse bile!” Sparkpaw wrinkled her nose in 
disgust. “Yuck!” 

Alderpaw’s heart sank still further. /f this is being 
an apprentice, I’m not sure I’m going to like it. 


Sunlight shone into the den beneath the hazel 
bushes where the elders lived. Alderpaw wished that 
he could curl up in the warmth and take a nap. Instead, 
he combed his claws painstakingly through 
Graystripe’s long pelt, searching for ticks. Sparkpaw 
was doing the same for Purdy, while Sandstorm and 
Millie looked on, patiently waiting their turn. 

“Wow, there's a massive tick here!” Sparkpaw 
exclaimed. “Hold still, Purdy, and P1 get it off.” 

With clenched teeth she picked up the twig 
Jayfeather had given her, a ball of moss soaked in 
mouse bile stuck on one end, and awkwardly 
maneuvered it until she could dab the moss onto 
Purdy’s tick. 

The old tabby shook his pelt and sighed with relief 
as the tick fell off. “That's much better, young ’un,” he 
purred. 

“But this stuff smells horrible!” Sparkpaw 


mumbled around the twig. “I don’t know how you 
elders can stand it.” Suppressing a sigh, she began 
parting Purdy’s matted, untidy fur in search of more 
ticks. 

“Now you listen to me, youngster,’ Purdy 
meowed. “There’s not a cat in ThunderClan who 
wasn’t an apprentice once, takin’ off ticks, just like 
you.” 

“Even Bramblestar?” Alderpaw asked, pausing 
with one paw sunk deep in Graystripe’s pelt. 

“Even Firestar,” Graystripe responded. “He and I 
were apprentices together, and I’ve lost count of the 
number of ticks we shifted. Hey!” he added, giving 
Alderpaw a prod. “Watch what you’re doing. Your 
claws are digging into my shoulder!” 

“Sorry!” Alderpaw replied. 

In spite of being scolded, he felt quite content. 
Cleaning off ticks was a messy job, but there were 
worse things than sitting in the sun and listening to the 
elders. He looked up briefly to see Sandstorm’s green 
gaze resting lovingly on him and his sister as she 
settled herself more comfortably in the bracken of her 
nest. 


“I remember when your mother was first made an 
apprentice,” she mewed. “Dustpelt was her mentor. 
You won't remember him—he died in the Great Storm 
—but he was one of our best warriors, and he didn’t 
put up with any nonsense. Even so, Squirrelflight was a 
match for him!” 

“What did she do?” Alderpaw asked, intrigued to 
think of his serious, businesslike mother as a difficult 
young apprentice. “Go on, tell us!” 

Sandstorm sighed. “What didnt she do? Slipping 
out of camp to hunt on her own... . getting stuck in 
bushes or falling into streams . . . I remember Dustpelt 
said to me once, ‘If that kit of yours doesn’t shape up, 
I’m going to claw her pelt off and hang it on a bush to 
frighten the foxes!’” 

Sparkpaw stared at Sandstorm with her mouth 
gaping. “He wouldn’t!” 

“No, of course he wouldn’t”’ Sandstorm 
responded, her green eyes alight with amusement. 
“But Dustpelt had to be tough with her. He saw how 
much she had to offer her Clan, but he knew she 
wouldn’t live up to her potential unless she learned 
discipline.” 


“She sure did that,” Alderpaw meowed. 

“Hey!” Graystripe gave Alderpaw another prod. 
“What about my ticks, huh?” 

“And ours,” Mille put in, with a glance at 
Sandstorm. “We”ve been waiting moons!” 

“Sorry...” 

Alderpaw began rapidly searching through 
Graystripe’s fur, and almost at once came across a 
huge swollen tick. That must be making Graystripe 
really uncomfortable. 

Picking up his stick with the bile-soaked moss, he 
dabbed at the tick. At the same moment, he happened 
to glance up, and spotted Leafpool and Jayfeather 
talking intently to each other just outside the medicine 
cats’ den. 

As Alderpaw wondered vaguely what was so 
important, both medicine cats turned toward him. 
Suddenly he felt trapped by Jayfeather’s blind gaze 
and Leafpool’s searching one. 

A worm of uneasiness began to gnaw at 
Alderpaw’s belly. Great StarClan! Are they talking 
about me? Have I messed something up already? 





CHAPTER 2 
+ 


Alderpaw scarcely slept at all on his first night in the 
apprentices’ den. He missed the warm scents of the 
nursery and the familiar shapes of his mother and 
Daisy sleeping beside him. The hollow beneath the 
ferns seemed empty with only him and his sister 
occupying it. 

Sparkpaw had curled up at once with her tail 
wrapped over her nose, but Alderpaw dozed uneasily, 
caught between excitement and apprehension at what 
the new day would bring. He was fully awake again by 
the time the first pale light of dawn began to filter 
through the ferns. 

He sprang up as the arching fronds parted and a 
head appeared, gazing down at him, but he relaxed 
when he recognized Cherryfall. 

“Hi!” the ginger she-cat meowed. “Give Sparkpaw 
a prod. It’s time for our tour of the territory!” 

“Me too?” Alderpaw asked. 

“Yes, of course. Molewhisker is here waiting. 


Hurry!” 


Alderpaw poked one paw into his sister’s side; and 
her soft, rhythmic snoring broke off with a squeak of 
alarm. “Is it foxes?” she asked, sitting up and shaking 
scraps of moss off her pelt. “Badgers?” 

“No, it’s our mentors,’ Alderpaw told her. 
“They're going to show us the territory.” 

“Great!” Sparkpaw shot upward, scrabbling hard 
with her hind paws as she pushed her way out through 
the ferns. “Let's go!” 

Alderpaw followed more slowly, shivering in the 
chilly air of dawn. Outside the den Molewhisker and 
Cherryfall stood waiting side by side. Beyond them, he 
spotted Bumblestripe, Rosepetal and Cloudtail 
emerging from the warriors” den. After a few 
heartbeats for a quick grooming, they set off with 
Cloudtail in the lead, and vanished through the thorn 
tunnel. 

“There goes the dawn patrol?” Molewhisker 
meowed. “We”Il wait a few moments to let them get 
away. If you want, you can take something from the 
fresh-kill pile.” 

Alderpaw suddenly realized how hungry he was. 
With Sparkpaw at his side he raced across the camp. 


“There’s not much here,” Sparkpaw complained, 
prodding with one paw at a scrawny mouse. 

“The hunting patrols haven’t gone out yet,” 
Alderpaw meowed. He took a blackbird from the 
scanty prey that remained and began gulping it down. 

“Wait till we’re hunters!” Sparkpaw mumbled 
around a mouthful of mouse. “Then the fresh-kill pile 
will always be full.” 

Alderpaw hoped that she was right. 

Molewhisker waved his tail from the opposite side 
of the camp. Swallowing the last of their prey, the two 
apprentices bounded back to join him and Cherryfall, 
who took the lead as they pushed their way through 
the tunnel in the barrier of thorns that blocked the 
entrance to the camp. 

Alderpaw’s pads tingled with anticipation as he slid 
through the narrow space and set his paws for the first 
time in the forest. 

By this time a gleam of reddish light through the 
trees showed where the sun would rise. Ragged 
scraps of mist still floated among the trees, and the 
grass was heavy with dew. 

Sparkpaw’s eyes stretched wide as she gazed 


around her. “It's so big!” she squealed. 

Alderpaw was silent, unable to find words for what 
he could see. Except for the thorn barrier behind him, 
and the walls of the stone hollow beyond, trees 
stretched away in every direction, until they faded into 
a shadowy distance. Their trunks rose many fox- 
lengths above his head, their branches intertwining. 
The air was full of tantalizing prey-scents, and he could 
hear the scuffling of small creatures in the thick 
undergrowth among the trees. 

“Can we hunt?” Sparkpaw asked eagerly. 

“Maybe later,” Cherryfall told her. “To begin with, 
we’re going to tour the territory. By the time you're 
made warriors, you’ll need to know every paw step of 
it.” 

Molewhisker nodded seriously. “Every tree, every 
rock, every stream...” 

Alderpaw blinked. All of it? Surely no cat could 
ever know all of it? 

“This way,” Cherryfall meowed briskly. “We’ll 
start by heading for the ShadowClan border.” 

“Will we meet ShadowClan cats?” Sparkpaw 
asked. “What happens if we do?” 


“Nothing happens,” Molewhisker replied sternly. 
“They stay on their side; we stay on ours.” 

Cherryfall set out at a good pace, with Sparkpaw 
bouncing along beside her. Alderpaw followed, and 
Molewhisker brought up the rear. 

Before they had taken many paw steps, they came 
to a spot where a wide path led away into the forest, 
covered only with short grass and small creeping 
plants. Longer grass and ferns bordered it on either 
side. 

“Where does that lead?” Alderpaw asked, angling 
his ears toward the path. “And why isn't there much 
growing there?” 

“Good question,” Molewhisker responded. 
Alderpaw was pleased at his mentor’s approving tone. 
“That path was made by Twolegs, many, many 
seasons ago. The same Twolegs who cut out the stone 
to make the hollow where we camp. It leads to the old 
Twoleg den, where Leafpool and Jayfeather grow their 
herbs.” 

“But we aren't going that way today,” Cherryfall 
added. 

Heading farther away from the camp, Alderpaw 


noticed that the trees ahead seemed to be thinning out. 
A bright silvery light was shining through them. 

“What's that?” Sparkpaw asked. 

Before either of the mentors could reply, they 
came to the edge of the trees and pushed through a 
thick barrier of holly bushes. Alderpaw emerged onto a 
stretch of short, soft grass. Beyond it was a strip of 
pebbles and sandy soil, and beyond that. . . 

“Wow!” Sparkpaw gasped. “Is that the lake?” 

Alderpaw blinked at the shining expanse of water 
that lay in front of him. He had heard his Clanmates 
back in the camp talking about the lake, and he had 
imagined something a bit bigger than the puddles that 
formed on the floor of the hollow when it rained. He 
would never have believed that there was this much 
water in the whole world. 

“There’s no end to it!” he exclaimed. 

“Oh, yes, there is,” Molewhisker assured him. 
“Some cats have traveled allthe way around it. Look 
over there,” he continued, pointing with his tail. “Can 
you see those trees and bushes? That’s RiverClan 
territory.” 

Alderpaw narrowed his eyes and could just make 


out the trees his mentor was talking about, hazy with 
the distance. 

“RiverClan cats love the lake,” Cherryfall mewed. 
“They swim in it and catch fish.” 

“Weird!” Sparkpaw responded. Giving a little 
bounce, she added, “Can / catch a fish?” Without 
waiting for her mentor to reply, she dashed across the 
pebbles and skidded to a halt with her forepaws 
splashing at the edge of the water. “Cold!” she yowled, 
leaping backward with her neck fur bristling. Then she 
let out a little huff of laughter and bounced back to the 
edge, her tail waving excitedly. “I can’t see any fish,” 
she meowed. 

Molewhisker heaved a sigh. “You won’t, if you go 
on like that. Or anything else, for that matter. Yowling 
and prancing about, you’ll scare away all the prey in 
the forest.” 

Sparkpaw backed away from the water again and 
jomed her Clanmates beside the bushes, her tail 
drooping. “Sorry,” she muttered. 

“That’s okay.” Cherryfall rested her tail briefly on 
her apprentice’s shoulders. “We’re not hunting right 
now. And I know how exciting it is to see the lake for 


the first time.” 

Molewhisker flicked his ears. “Let's get on.” 

He took the lead as the cats padded along the 
lakeshore. Soon they came to a stream that emerged 
from the forest and flowed into the lake. 

“This is the ShadowClan border,” Cherryfall 
announced. 

Alderpaw wrinkled his nose at a strong, unfamiliar 
reek that came from the opposite side of the stream. 

“Yuck! What's that?” Sparkpaw asked, taking a 
pace back and passing her tongue over her jaws as if 
she could taste something nasty. 

“That's the scent of ShadowClan,” Molewhisker 
answered. 

“That’s cat scent?” Sparkpaw sounded outraged. 
“I thought only foxes stank like that.” 

“It only smells bad because we’re not used to it,” 
Molewhisker pointed out, beginning to lead the way 
upstream, back into the shelter of the trees. “We 
probably smell just as bad to them.” 

“Do not!” Sparkpaw muttered under her breath. 

“You know that all the Clans scent-mark their 
boundaries,” Cherryfall explained as they continued to 


follow the stream. “Of course, we all know where the 
borders are, but markmg them reminds every cat that 
they aren't supposed to enter another Clan's territory 
without permission.” 

“You should be able to pick up the ThunderClan 
scent markers, too,” Molewhisker mewed. “We’ll 
show you how to set them. Before long, you’ll be doing 
it as part of a border patrol.” 

“Cool!” Alderpaw exclaimed. For the first time he 
imagined himself as a warrior, maybe even leading a 
patrol, and setting scent markers to protect his Clan's 
territory. /’m learning so much today! I feel like I’m 
becoming a real part of my Clan. 
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